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High-School Foreign Language Study
and Freshman Performance

THE basis for this study' is the Registrar's
Report on the scores obtained by students

matriculating at Alabama Polytechnic Insti-
tute in Sept., 1955. These students were sub-
jected to a battery of six tests: Mechanics of
Expression (grammar, punctuation, capitaliza-
tion, and spelling); Effectiveness of Expression
(sentence structure and style, diction, and or-
ganization of thought); Reading Comprehension
(recognition vocabulary, reading speed, and
level of comprehension); American History;
Mathematics (arithmetic, algebra, geometry,
and trigonometry); Psychological Examina-
tions, one measuring basic intelligence (prob-
lem solving, figure analogies, and number series)
and yielding a "Q" score, and the other meas-
uring linguistic ability (recall vocabulary).

The results of these examinations are pre-
sented both in raw scores and in decile rank-
ings. Since we are concerned with comparisons
within the group only, decile rankings have
been used in the interest of simplicity. Averages
and differences are presented in percentiles.

The 1,647 students who submitted to this
battery were separated into two groups, one
with foreign language in high school and one
without. The criterion was one semester or
more, whether passed or failed. Obviously, the
minimum exposure to FL considered could not
be expected to exhibit much transfer value; the
criterion was so established in order to avoid
the possibility of a selection factor.

Accordingly, 953 were labeled "Non-FL"
and 694, "FL." Of the latter, 546 had presented
a recommended minimum of two years or more.
Averages of this group designated as "2+FL"
are given whenever possible for whatever addi-
tional light they may shed on the question.

To those who have followed the controversy
over this aspect of the value of foreign language
study, these results come as no surprise. The
superiority of students presenting foreign lan-
guage credit has been clearly established by
studies during the last 25 years.2 The chief merit
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TABLE 1

GROUP AVERAGES ON SIX ACHIEVEMENT TESTS

Reading Ling-Me- Euec- Com. guisuc
to =tics
His- lathe'

chanics tiveness
pre. Ability

FL 63.6
Non-FL 44.3
Diff. 19.3

2+FL 66.8
Non-FL 44.3
Diff. 22.5

61.9 64.6 65.4 58.6 59.4
45.8 46.2 46.9 49.9 49.2
16.1 18.4 18.5 8.7* 10.2*

63.3 66.6 67.1 59.8 61.0
45.8 46.2 46.9 49.9 49.2
17.5 20.4 20.2 9.9 11.8

* Sampling indicates that Non-FL students had an aver-
age of one semester more mathematics and one semester
more history in high school, which likely explains the de-
creased superiority of the FL students on these two tests.

of this effort, perhaps, is that the results have
been measured in objective test scores rather
than in grade averages alone. We will have not
met the objections of the critics, who have in-
sisted that "the apparent superiority is due only
to the fact that the students who elected foreign
language were more intelligent to begin with."
The next aspect of the study is designed to an-
swer this objection.

The two groups were divided next according
to their intelligence level as established by Psy-
chology "Q." Averages were computed for each
group at each decile of intelligence and in each
of the achievement tests. Even a cursory ex-
amination of the results makes it obvious that
intelligence alone cannot explain the supe-
riority.

Let us examine only those students who at-
tended high schools of the three largest cities in
the Mate-Birmingham, Montgomery, and

1 This article first appeared in School and Society, June
8, 1957. It is here reprinted with the kind permission of
both the journal and author.

1 E.G., R. A. Brown, Journal of the Michigan School-
masters Club, 1930; C. F. Ross, School and Society, July 4,
1931; M. J. Nelson, School and Society, Feb. 25, 1933.
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MILE 2

DIFFERENCES IN AVERAGE SCORES BY INTELLIGENCE LEVEL
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"Q" Decile 10 9 8 7 6 4 3 2 1

Mechanics
FL 80.8 75.4 75.0 63.6 63.9 59.4 54.1 54.9 50.1 38.3

Non-FL 66.5 55.1 60.5 49.3 46.8 42.9 40., 39.5 3',6 25.

Duff. 14.3 20.3 14.5 14.3 17.1 16.5 13.6 15.4 ;4:5 13.0

Ejectiveness
FL 76.3 77.5 77.2 65.5 62.9 57.7 55.5 48.8 45.4 29.6

Non-FL 69.1 63.2 61.2 57.1 48.1 40.6 45.4 39.0 30.7 24.2

Diff. 7.2 14.3 16.0 8.4 14.8 17.1 10.1 9.8 14.7 5.4

Reading Comprehension
FL 82.2 79.1 77.6 66.1 68.5 59.4 55.4 50.0 50.4 37.4

Non-FL 70.0 62.0 68.5 55.6 48.7 43.6 43.9 40.8 34.2 28.3

Diff. 12.2 17.1 9.1 10.5 19.8 15.8 11.5 9.2 16.2 9.1

Linguistic Ability
FL 85.9 78.7 78.1 67.8 66.9 60.2 56.4 51.4 51.9 39.6

Non-FL 73.1 61.1 65.4 57.8 53.1 44.6 43.0 40.8 32.9 25.0

Diff. 12.8 17.6 12.7 10.0 13.8 14.t 13.4 10.6 19.0 14.6

History
FL 71.3 68.4 74.4 65.5 58.3 55.3 52.3 46.9 41.3 40.9

Non-FL 67.5 57.8 67.0 57.6 52.0 48.9 49.8 42.6 40.5 37.0

Diff. 3.8 10.6 7.4 7.9 6.3 6.4 2.5 4.3 0.8 3.9

Mathematics
FL 80.7 78.0 67.5 64.4 55.8 53.5 50.7 44.2 40.0 33.5

Non-FL 78.4 64.8 69.5 57.4 54.3 45.9 40.8 41.3 34.1 27.7

Diff. 2.3 13.2 -2.0* 7.0 1.5 7.6 9.9 2.9 5.9 5.8

* Non-FL exceed FL. This is the only instance in the whole study, and, in view of the excessive difference at Q 9, is

obviously due to an unusual distribution.

Mobile. There were 150 "Non-FL" in this
group and 235 "FL," of which 198 qualify as
"2+ FL." The results support the original con-
clusions.

Mech. Eff. Read. Ling. Hist. Math.

2+FL 67.9 64.2 68.5 69.4 62.1 59.9

FL 64.9 63.2 66.6 67.8 60.7 59.1

Non -FL 42.4 48.6 51.9 48.1 53.6 48.1

Of the above group, Sidney Lanier High
School, at Montgomery, was the largest single
contributor with 59 "FL" and 54 "Non-FL."
Group averages for these students were:

Mech. Eff. Read. Ling. Hist. Math.

FL 73.4 66.8 72.9 73.7 63.9 60.0

Non -FL 43.9 46.7 49.8 48.9 49.3 45.7

A comparison of these scores on the basis of "Q"
level gives results comparable to those pre-
sented in Table 2.

Motivation was suggested as a possible ex-
planation for the persistent superiority of the
FL group. Direct measurement of the quality is
not feasible, but examination of a single group,
more homogeneous in regard to its aims and
ideals, should give an indication as to the
validity of the suggestion. Scores of those stu-
dents enrolled in the School of Education were
examined for this purpose. There were 54 "Non-
FL" and 78 "FL," of which 70 were "2+FL."
The results follow:

Mech. Eff. Read. Ling. Hist. Math.

2+FL 76.1 60.0 65.4 68.9 47.4 41.5

FL 73.8 58.3 63.1 66.7 47.4 40.7

Non -FL 53.0 36.0 40.6 42.8 32.8 29.8
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A comparison of these scores on the basis of
"Q" level gives results comparable to those pre-
sented in Table 2.

Fall Quarter honor-point averages of the en-
tire group are presented according to decile of
intelligence. The honor-point system is A-3,
B-2, C-1, D-0, and F-0.

This study established a highly significant
superiority of students presenting high-school
FL over their non-FL counterparts in each of
the six achievement ttsts, whether as groups or
on intelligence level. The superiority persists
when comparison is applied to city high-school
products only, to students from one single high

Decile 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

2FL 1.64 1.53 1.54 1.28 1.20 1.22 1.23 1.16 1.08 .82

FL 1.63 1.42 1.48 1.26 1.14 1.17 1.18 1.05 .99 .77

Non-FL 1.18 1.12 1.17 1.08 .94 .89 .81 .80 .71 .60

Assuming 1.00 as indicative of a graduation
potential, only the four upper deciles of the
Non-FL as compared to the upper eight (or
nine) of the FL appear capable of performing
work successfully on the college level. The aver-
age for the entire group was 1.05, a score at-
tained by Cie FL students at the third decile
(second, for the 2+FL) and by the Non-FL ,t
the seventh. In this particular instance, it seems
reasonable to conclude that FL study has been
tantamount to raising the student's "Q" score
by some 40 percentage points.

Assignment of the group to remedial section
was enlightening. To Remedial English went
40.6% of the Non-FL as compared to 16.8% of
the FL and 14.6% of the 2+FL. To Remedial
Mathematics went 38.1% of the Non-FL,
27.6% of the FL, and 26.9% of the 2+FL.

Of the Non-FL group, 15.2% dropped volun-
tarily before the end of the Spring Quarter as
compared to 11.5% of the FL and 11.0% of the
2+FL. On probation or suspension at the end
of the first year were 20.7% of the Non-FL,
10.2% of the FL, and 6.1% of the 2+FL. On
the honor roll for the Winter Quarter (only one
for which complete data were available) were
.64% of the Non-FL, 1.62% of the FL, and
1.68% of the 2+FL.

,

school, to those enrolled in the same college
division, to grade-point averages, assignment to
remedial levels, resignations-both voluntary
and otherwise-and honor-roll representation.
Furthermore, students offering two or m-re
years FL surpassed those offering less than two
by about the same margin as these surpassed
the Non-FL group.

We have not taken into account planetary in-
fluences, relative humidity, broken homes, or
the possibility that students who try harder on
examinations naturally gravitate to the study
of certain subjects. Would the results have been
analogous had the dichotomy been on a science:
non-science basis, for example? Previous studies
make it appear unlikely. Is it a question, per-
haps, of college-bound? No college in Alabama
either requires or even recommends high-school
FL preparation.

Statistical analysis, reason, and the experi-
ence of generations force us to the conclusion
that the study of foreign language does improve
one's command of his own language, thereby
enhancing one's control of subject matter in
fields in which language is the vehicle of in-
struction.

ROBERT B. SKELTON

Alabama Polytechnic Institute


